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"THE SAGA OF THE MORRISITES" RECOUNTS 
FASCINATING CHAPTER IN MONTANA HISTORY
By Virginia Vickers Braun 
Office of University Relations 
University of Montana
MISSOULA--
Few people would think of Deer Lodge as a "heavenly city." Certainly not 
the residents of the Montana State Prison.
A picturesque town settled in the mid-19th century, Deer Lodge is better 
known for the Grant-Kohrs Ranch, the Towe Collection of antique Ford automobiles, 
or , more obscurely, as the site of the state's first college, the College of 
Montana, established in 1878.
But to a tiny now-extinct religious sect known as the Morrisites, Deer Lodge
was the "Heavenly City," the place where the Second Coming of Christ was to
occur and where the "City of the Great King" would be built.
It was prophesied back in 1879 that wise men would "find their way there," 
that the climate would be "moderated" and bring forth "choice vegetations and 
floral grandeur." There would be no beasts of prey, no one would be of greater 
rank than anyone else, and all neighbors would live in "perfect accord."
In a newly released book about the Morrisites, C. LeRoy Anderson, a
University of Montana professor of sociology, tells the story of how some of the 
earliest settlers in Montana came to live in the Deer Lodge Valley and around 
Anaconda, a legacy that will be fascinating reading for many of the descendants
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who remain there still. Titled "For Christ Wifi 1‘ Come Tomorrow: The Saga of
the Morrisites," (Utah State University Press, Hardbound, $12.95) Anderson's 
book recounts the history of the little-known sect from its beginnings in 
Utah in the 1950s to its end a century later in Montana.
The story is both dramatic and tragic and, at times, boggles the imagination. 
The founder of the sect, Joseph Morris, was an English convert to Mormonism who 
had migrated to Utah in 1853. During this period, the entire nation, including 
the Mormon Church, was swept with the fervor of religious revivalism. In the 
context of these times, Morris became convinced that God had spoken to him and 
selected him to be a prophet.
After failing in numerous written attempts to convince Brigham Young that 
he was to replace him as the spiritual leader of the Mormon Church, Morris 
established his own communal sect along the banks of the Weber River about 30 
miles north of Salt Lake City. He managed to attract a following of several 
hundred and preached in open defiance of Young.
A devout follower of Joseph Smith, Morris differed from Young in that he 
was against polygamy, believed in reincarnation, and developed his own evolu­
tionary cosmology. Naturally, the Morrisites and the Mormons were destined to 
conflict. In June 1962 the Morrisites were drawn into an armed conflict with a 
territorial posse over 500 strong.
"After three days of resistance," Anderson writes, "the Morrisite settlement 
was overrun, Morris and several of his followers were killed, and the remainder 
were soon scattered to the winds."
Although Morrisites began arriving in Montana as early as 1863, a major 
influx did not occur until 1971 when Morrisites from Omaha, Neb., Council Bluffs, 
Iowa, and Soda Springs, Idaho, migrated to the Deer Lodge area. Unfortunately, 
after the death of Morris, the leadership of the sect remained weak and divided 
and most of the other settlements in Washington, California, Nevada and Idaho 
were fairly well dissolved by 1890. The Morrisites who settled in Montana,
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however, were mostly of Scandinavian heritage, and their common ethnic and 
cultural identity helped the sect to survive.
"Their concentration in the Deer Lodge Valley gave the appearance of a 
sizable group," Anderson said," but it is doubtful that their numbers ever 
exceeded 75-100."
Andrew Hendrikson of Deer Lodge served as president of the Montana 
Morrisites from 1886 to 1921. After Hendrikson's death, George Johnson 
became Dresident. By the 1940s the active membership had dwindled to fewer
than a dozen. The sect effectively died out with Johnson's death in 1954 
at age 98.
All that remains of the sect today is a simple white frame building standing 
near the railroad tracks at Dempsey Crossing, six miles south of Deer Lodge. The 
inscription, The Lord's House,"can still be seeninfaded letters above the door. 
Begun in 1877, it was dedicated on Aug. 9, 1879, and is probably the last 
Morrisite structure in Montana, or even the world.
It was here that Christ was supposed to make His Second Advent. "It seems 
truly incongruous that such a modest structure could ever have been intended as 
the site of so grand and glorious an event," Anderson writes. "No doubt it was 
the best that those pioneers could do. And perhaps they felt it did not compare 
too badly with the traditional site of His first appearance--a primitive stable 
in an obscure village called Bethlehem."
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